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he concept of sustainable development surfaced during the 1970s and
1980s from scientific investigations
and grass-roots organizations concerned with the
impact of human activities on the natural environment. From these early efforts came the realization
that the current path of human development was not
sustainable.
Sustainable development gained attention through
the work ofthe World Commission on Environment
and Development, created in 1983 by the United
Nations (UN) General Assembly to study global
environment and development problems and to propose solutions . Their 1987 report, Our Common
Future, presented an agenda for economic growth
based on policies that would not harm the environment. This initial blueprint defined sustainable
development as the ability of humanity "to ensure
that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs" (Our Common Future, 1987).
In 1992, the UN Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) convened to further

efficiency , efforts towards sustainability might
focus on technological advancements to enhance
the efficient use of resources, such as energy, water,
and materials. Perspectives drawing on principles
of equity, however, may define sustainability as a
problem of the unequal and unfair distribution of
economic resources and environmental costs, as
well as an obligation to the needs of future generations. A third point of view, ethics, may consider
the greatest challenge of sustainability to be
redefining the relationship between humans and the
natural world. Certainly none of these perspectives
alone can navigate what has often been called a
"journey" toward sustainability. Rather, sustainabil-

address problems of environmental protection and
socio-economic development. At this meeting a
range of measures was adopted, including Agenda
21 , a plan for achieving sustainable development in
the 21st century. By December of that year, the UN
Commission on Sustainable Development was created to ensure follow-up of UNCED and to monitor
and report on implementation of signed agreements.
In 1996, the National Academy of Sciences ,
through the National Research Council, established
the Board on Sustainable Development to "reinvigorate the essential strategic connections between
scientific research, technological development, and
societies' efforts to achieve environmentally sustainable improvements in human well-being" (Our
Common Journ ey, p. 2). The result of this effort,
Our Common Journ ey: A Tran s Uion Toward
Sustainability, articulates that the goals for a transition to sustainability should be to "meet the needs of
a much larger but stabilizing human population, to
sustain the life support system of the planet, and to
substantially reduce hunger and poverty" (Our
Common Journey, p. 4).

ity requires a continuous and adaptive learning
process informed by multiple perspectives, and
more interdisciplinary research and problem solving. But because so many of the problems and solutions to sustainability lie at the local community
level, Chapter 28 of Agenda 21 called on signatory
countries to devise consensus based on participatory processes to formulate local strategies toward
sustainability. Here in Oregon, a number of cities
in the metropolitan region have been honored for
their progress toward sustainability.
Cities are an appropriate level at which to consider strategies for sustainability because today nearly
half the world's population resides in urban areas.
This proportion is expected to rise to 60% worldwide by 2025 , up from only 37% in 1970 (NRC ,
1999).
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The Environmental Protection Agency recently
honored The City of Portland with the Climate
Protection Award, which recognizes efforts to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. "We were singled out as the number one city in the country,"
says Portland's Office of Sustainable Development
(OSD) Manager Matt Emlen. "Commissioner Eric
Sten will tell you we're bucking a national trend in
greenhouse emissions."
"In fact," says Sten, "I think Portland should be
very proud that we're making progress in greenhouse gasses. Quality of life and how you run a city
directly relate to pollution. We didn't directly set
out to do this. We set up alternative transportation
systems, land use planning efficiency, tree planting,
and recycling programs. These are things that are
good for the environment - even if you don't want
to take on global warming. But the things we do to
make the city better also reduce our greenhouse
gas."
In March 2002, the California Resource Renewal
Institution (CRRI) recognized Oregon as number
one in the nation for overall sustainability efforts.
CRRI presented Governor Kitzhaber with the
Guardian of the Future Award. A few years earlier,
" the International Council for Local Environmental
Initiatives (ICLEI) filed a report recognizing
Portland and the town of Sherwood among 22 cities
in the nation meeting arduous Local Agenda 21
standards for sustainability. Established at a 1992
United Nations conference, those standards emphasized the need for local government involvement in
a sustainability process encompassing environmental, economic, and social planning. Cities meeting
Local Agenda 21 standards were required to have a
long-term sustainability focus plan and program or
set of actions in place. The agenda also required
cities to measure the implementation of their plan
and to monitor and evaluate their systems.
Portland and Sherwood easily met these standards
at a time when other cities were applying only
facets of agenda criteria to their efforts. For
Sherwood, the vision was continued sustainable
growth and service as a prototype for small cities
committed to developing sustainability agendas.
For Portland, the dream would become their Office
of Sustainable Development (OSD), a project that
would engender national praise. "Your Office of
Sustainable Development," declares ICLEI's
Water Pollution Control Allison Quaid, "is recognized and respected around
Lab, Portland, Oregon.
the nation. The people who run it are recognized
A local example of
and
respected around the nation. It truly makes
sustainable building
Portland unique."
practices.
When Commissioner Dan Saltzman created the
OSD in August 2001 he realized both his own
dream and a dream for Portland's future. Saltzman's
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first term in office was based on establishing sustainability principles and partnerships. At the time
sustainability programs were a hot topic, and there
was unfocused, "on the ground" action. "It was a
time to make a difference," says Saltzman.
Saltzman instituted four departm e nts. One
addressed energy, another green building, a third,
solid waste and recycling, and a fourth , strategic
planning , research , and development. The
Commissioner hired Susan Anderson to direct the
office. Twenty-three employees would join
Anderson, managing local programs and serving as
an outreach agency. Saltzman also established the
green building program, the first local program of
its kind . Green buildings are those designed, constructed, and engineered for long-term sustainability. Meeting a nationally defined point system for
design , the buildings reduce energy, water, and
material use and reduce, reuse and recycle building
materials. They also filter storm water and protect
soils. Construction must meet environmentally
sound practice guidelines. "LEED" green design is
a national standard requiring certain eco-friendly
criteria points . Portland now has 13 completed
LEED-certified buildings. Five more LEED-standard buildings are under construction. "This makes
the city number one in the nation in LEED Green
certified construction," says Edward Campbell of
Saltzman's office.
Economic incentives are, of course, a driving
force in green building. OSD set aside $800,000 in
grant monies available to builders committed to
green standards. (All are now allocated.) The City
contributed to the Brewery Blocks Project that will
install an eco roof planted with vegetative material
to absorb rainwater and hold in heat. The Ecotrust
building, recognized with gold LEED certification the highest standard for eco-building-also received
city assistance. "The buildings meeting green standards make us a model for the rest of the country,"
says Bob Gerding of Gerding/Edlen Development.
The OSD has now developed weatherization partnership programs to save Oregon families $1.5 million a year. They have also put in place a Global
Warming Action Plan that effectively reduces
greenhouse emissions. OSD-generated recycling
efforts rank Portland, again, at number one among
recyclers in the 30 largest municipalities in the
United States. Their biogas-powered fuel cell generates electricity from waste sewage, producing
$100,000 worth ofrenewable power per year.
Through OSD, the Portland Parks and Recreation
Bureau now partners with Salmon Save to develop
a certification system for water management systems approval. "It's a way to get landowners to look
at how they manage land for good local water quali-

Background
graphic:
A schematic of a
rainwater collector designed by
KPFFfor the
"Birmingham,"
a new dormitory
building at
Portland State
University,
which is being
built to maximize
efficiency.
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Locally, theres a progression of lots ofpeople toward this common goal. Theres
more currency for the word sustainability here in Portland than elsewhere.
- Richard Schulberg, Executive Director of the International Sustainable Development Foundation

ty," says Matt Emlen.
As for Sherwood, the city hardly lobbied for 1997
UN Local Agenda 21 recognition - or, for that matter, for any recognition. Says City Manager Ross
Schultz of Sherwood's stunning sustainability
achievements, "This is just what we do."
Schultz was just another Sherwood resident in the
early 1990s. That's when city leaders began envisioning Sherwood as a clean, green city built to sustain itself indefinitely. Over the previous decades,
the town boasted an economy based on a brick factory, a tannery, and a cannery. All three businesses
folded around 1990. Sherwood then housed 2,500
residents. They were determined to preserve and
grow their beautiful city. Drawn by inexpensive real
estate in a friendly, clean, small town atmosphere,
families began to move to Sherwood. By 2002,
Sherwood found itself with 13,000 residents, making it the fastest growing Oregon city. The city
might have surrendered to the fast buck and urban
sprawl. Instead, leaders secured green spaces, set
aside refuges, and built strong community spirit.
In 1992, Sherwood needed funding to apply sustainability principles to town policy. City leaders
collaborated with the Institute of Portland
Metropolitan Studies to secure a major grant from
the Northwest Area Foundation. Working with the
Institute and private consultant Pat Scruggs,
Sherwood reviewed successful plans from other
cities that had adopted sustainability practices. City
leaders met with community members at a roundtable to create a vision for their city. The city considered Agenda 21 criteria as well as standards set
by other conferences. "We used a hybrid of criteria
for our standard," says Scruggs. "Everyone got in
on this," recalls Ross Schultz. Businesses, nonprofit organizations and government institutions
committed to the city's new sustainability agenda.
The city wanted to declare their green spaces
refuges. The federal government was cutting back
on such declarations. So a private citizen contributed 12 acres. "This influenced the federal government to declare another 3,000 acres as refuge,"
says Colleen Reed, Development Officer and liaison to the city.
The city acquired greenways and natural areas
through its park system development charge. It
requires "new developments containing 100-yearold floodplains to dedicate them back to the city."
These floodplains remain key components of
Sherwood's open spaces, water supply, and storm
water master plan.
Over the span of a few years, city programs and
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agendas combined with the efforts of government,
business, and citizens enabled the town to meet the
highest standards of sustainability. But when ICLEI
recognized Sherwood among 22 cities complying
with tough Agenda 21 standards, there was no front
page banner in the Sherwood newspaper, no street
party, not even a popped bottle of champagne at
City Hall. The city welcomed the UN accolade
matter-of-factly. "It felt good," Ross Schultz
acknowledges. "Then, the city went back to work."
Concerning the future of the metroscape, Portland
City Commissioner Dan Saltzman has a vision.
"We're a city with many jobs," he says. He's foreseeing a time when the local joblessness rate is no
longer scandalous. "We've brought jobs here producing green products. Portland is a place that
experiments. We're helping other communities
nationally and internationally." That's the long-term
goal.
Meanwhile, current visions are scheduled for
near-term implementation. Portland will soon site a
food waste composting facility in the metro area.
That facility will compost waste from restaurants,
groceries, and large institutions while creating new
jobs. Additionally, the Bureau of Maintena.nce
plans to team with OSD to build a wind power generator. This will be the first modern urban windmill in the United States. Installing 5,000 lowwater use toilets in the near future should save the
city $380,000 and 55 million gallons of water yearly. Simple acts like retiming traffic signals will
save travel time and more than 250 million gallons
of gasoline.
City program development and volunteerism by
local businesses and individuals will continue to
make Portland a model of metropolitan sustainability. Richard Schulberg, Executive Director of the
International Sustainable Development Foundation,
sees Portland becoming "the Geneva of
Sustainability."
"Locally," says Matt Emlen, "there's a progression of lots of people toward this common goal.
There's more currency for the word sustainability
here in Portland than elsewhere."
It's a term that may lose coin in everyday language. "Eventually," notes Edward Campbell, "we
just won't call this sustainability. There won't be a
notion of sustainability. We will have reintroduced
the concept that our natural environment should dictate how we live on earth. Then, it will just be what
we do." m
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Gail Dana is a Portland area freelance writer.
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